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THE EDUCATIONAL AND OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVES
OF RURAL YCUTH

by
William H. Seven

University of Wisconsin

ABSTRACT

The research results reported in this paper indicate that the educational

and occupational plans and aspirations of rural youth -- both boys and girls _-

are quite low in comparison with those of urban youth. This is true not only

when we consider the group as a whole, but also when we take into account those

in the highly talented third. In almost every comparison the farm group is

lowest in aspirations. A number of variables have been examined that have bear-

ing on the lower aspirations of the rural students. From all of the evidence,

it seems clear that many culturally-determined characteristics of the rural youth

themselves work against their having high level educational and occupational

aspirations. Rural youth are disadvantaged in that the school and community

environment in uhich they grow up is not as conducive to high level aspiration

and achievement as is the urban environment. But perhaps the most important

factor is that the educational and socioeconomic status of the families tn which

rural youths are reared tends to inhibit their aspirations.

The research on rural-urban differences in educational and occupational

aspiration shows that there is no single factor which explains the differences.

These persistent differences result from the interaction of many factors. This

does not mean list remedies diould not be sought. Some programs of action may

be suggested for the consideration of this Conference. First, programs for the

improvement of the rural high school should be considered, because the school

is an important force in the determination of the educational and occupational

aspirations of youth. Second, there is great need for expansion and improvement

of programs for educational and occupational guidance for in-school youth.

Third, programs of educational and vocational guidance should be designed to

include parents of rural youth, since parents' attitudes and values are major

factors in the relatively low aspiration levels of youth. Fourth, there is need

for programs that would permit early identification of especially talented rural

youth so that they might be encouraged to develop their special talents. Fifth,

everything possible should done to increase the availability of post-high school

educational facilities to rural youth.



THE EDUCATIONAL AND OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

.
OF RURAL YOUTH*

by

William H. Sewell

INTRODUCTION

In the present year approximately 2,750,000 youths will complete their

public schooling, either through graduation from high school or by dropping

out before graduation. They will then be faced with one of the great decisions

of their lives -- whether to continue their education beyond high school or

to enter 'the labor market, permanently in the case of most boys and temporarily

in the case of most girls.

This decision, which probably started taking shape much earlier in the

youth's life, will determine in large part the type of career he will follow,

his income throughout life, his associates, his family life, where he will

live, the extent to which he will be free to make future decisions, his health

and happiness, and the contribution he will make to society.

* The Wisconsin data reported in this project are from a research

program originally supported by the Rockefeller Foundation and currently

financed by a grant (M-6275) from the National Institutes of Health,

U. S. Public Health Service. The basic data iii-from questionnaires and

data cards furnished by J. Kenneth Little, Professor of Education, Uni-

versity of Wisconsin, from his state-wide survey of Wisconsin high school

seniors. This survey was conducted in 1957 under a contract with the

U. S. Office of Education. A report of the major findings of this survey

has been published, J. Kenneth Little, A State-Wide Inquiry into Decision

of Youth About Education Beyond ElitSciTool, minial, wigwam-school
artducairaMMT777 the analysisported in this paper, a new sample

has been drawn, certain data have been recoded, and new indexes have been

constructed both from the original data and data from other sources. The

writer wishes to acknowledge Professor Little's generosity, the help of

his research assistants, J. Michael Armer, Vimal P. Shah and William H.

Sewell, III, and the computational services of the Numerical Analysis

Laboratory of the University of Wisconsin.
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A decision of such great importance is not only a concern of the individual

but of t1e society as a whole. This is true because to a large extent the

great problem of modern complex societies is the maximum development and utili-

zation of human resources. In a society such as our own the emphasis is on
in-

formation,
of choice, but the responsibility of the society is to provide the n-

formation, the opportunities, and the rewards which make it possible for an

individual to make a wise choice -- one which will make appropriate use of his

talents and provide the personal satisfactions he seeks. Such a choice will

at the same time contribute maximally to the welfare of the society. In many

other societies no such freedom of choice exists; either tradition dictates

the educational and occupational career the individual will follow or some

formal bureaucratic system decides these matters.

How well does this free choice system operate and what can be done to

make it operate better? Unfortunately we do not have good answers to these

questions. But we do know something about the extent and nature of the prob-

lem of educational and occhupational aspirations of rural youth. 1/ In this

paper the writer will review the available knowledge which has resulted from

recent studies of the educational and occupational aspirations of rural youth.

The emphasis will be comparative in the sense that it will focus on the dif-

ferences between youth from rural communities and youth from cities. The re-

search we will discuss is all based cn studies of high school youth. It deals

mainly with high school seniors, whose decisions are of paramount importance

because they make up more than nine-tenths of the group who must decide wheth-

er to enter the labor market or continue their education. Other background

papers will deal with rural youth in the dropout group.

The plan of the paper is to present an over-all summary of present know-

ledge concerning rural and urban differences in educational and occupational

plans and aspirations of youth, and to discuss some implications of these find-

ings. Attention then will- be given to an examination of factors which help to

account for the differences in the educational and occupational perspectives

of rural and urban youth. Next, we will focus on the "talent loss" problem

and the contribution that rural society makes to it by the failure of so many

of its most able youth to aspire to higher education and high level occupations.

Finally, a few brief suggestions about possible ways in which the perspectives

of rural youth may be enlarged will be offered for consideration. It is hoped

that this paper will provide the basis .for a fruitful discussion of one of the

serious problems facing rural' society -- the relatively low educational and

occupational aspirations of its youth.

Much of the basic data to, be discussed comes from the writer's continuing

research program dealing with educational and occupational aspirations of Wis-

consin youth. 2/ The data on rural-urban differences are not yet published

elsewhere, and much of the information is reported here for the first time.

The reason for the heavy reliancg on the Wisconsin study is that these data

constitute the only body of information in existence which is based on a large

enough sample to make possible extensive rural and urban comparisons of de-

tailed educational and occupational aspirations, and at the same time to per-

mit division by sex, socioeconomic status, intelligence, and many other mean-

ingful categories that should be taken into account in examining differences

-2-



in educational and occupational perspectives. It is not argued that what is

true for Wisconsin necessarily is true for the United States, or for any other

state for that matter. Probably hd single state is representative of the whole

country, nor are any two states sufficiently alike in all details for a sample

from one to be adequate to represent another. But at least Wisconsin i a

state with great diversity in its population and in its economy. It com-

prised of a large and diversified rural population and many rural comatunties.

It is also part of a diverse urban complex with .may urban communities ct cuL

types and most sizes. Consequently, the Wisconsin sample should furnish in-

formation on trends which should be generally meaningful for other areas swan

though not applicable in all details.

EDUCATIONAL AND OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

EDUCATIONAL PLANS

During the past ten years a number of studies have been mi-AP- 'Aich pro-

vide comparative data on the educational aspirations and plans of Y'ural and

urban youth. Only two studies have been based on national samples- Tilt-, most

useful of these is the study by Nam and Cowhig, which reports irfovmatS.on on

a probability sample of 1,170 high school seniors in 1959 and ire.Arid.s tfalytpar-

isons on the college plans of farm, nonfarm, and urban boys and girl`,
11

Their data clearly show that students from farm families are considembry less

likely to plan on attending college after graduation fron high school then are

rural nonfarm and urban students, and that girls in all residence ctegoH.es

are less likely to plan on college than boys -- although there is littic dif-

ference between farm boys and girls. The second study, by Rogofft does not

provide data on farm youth or for boys and girls separately but shows that

seniors who attend high school in rural communities (under 2,500) are consider-

ably less likely to plan on college than those who attend school in larger

communities. 4/

Four studies have been based on state-wide samples. A Minnesota study

provides data on farm, nonmetropolitan (villages and cities under 100,000),

and metropolitan seniors. This study shows that farm students are less like-

ly than those in either of the other categories to plan on college, and that

there are consistent sex differences, with boys more likely than girls to have

college plans in each residence category. 5/ A Florida study found that a much

smaller proportion of rural students than urban students aspired to college,

and that boys are more likely than girls to have college plans. 6! A Wis-

consin study shows that farm seniors are less likely to plan on college than

nonfarm seniors, and finds the usual sex differences favoring boys. 7/ A

Washington study reports similar findings for boys but finds no differences

between farm and nonfarm girls. 8/ (In both studies the nonfarm category in-

cludes rural nonfarm and urban students.) None of the several studies based

on county data disagrees with the general trend reported in the above studies.

Although the county and local studies made in Michigan, 9/ Kentucky, 10/

Utah, 11/ and Washington, 12/ vary in their definition of aspiration,their

residential categories, anrthe nature of their samples, all of them report

that the farm group tends to lag well behind the more urban segments of the

population in educational aspirations.
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The writer's current study of rural-urban differences in educational and

occupational aspirations provides the most complete data on the subject and

permits much more detailed tabulation and analysis than was possible in the

previous studies. This study is based on a large probability sample (10,Y22

cases) of all seniors in nsconsin high schools in 1957. 13/ The data cm

educational and occupational plans were gathered late in the senior ye z). er

most students had made definite post.high school plans: consequently, the

responses most likely represent intentions or plans rather than fantasy

choices. This is indicated by the fact that over 90 percent of a subsamp1

of 1000 students who said in the spring of their senior year that they planned

to enter college were actually enrolled in the following fall. It also helps

to account for the fact that the percentages reporting college plans and r:Igh

prestige occupational choices tend to be lower than for some of the sLudies

previously referred to, which were made of younger children or of seniors

earlier in their final year of high school. Thus some further insights into

the problem of rural-urban differences in educational plans and occuptiondl

aspirations can doubtless be gained by a more detailed examination the ex-

tensive Wisconsin data.

The data on educational plans of Wisconsin high school seniors ape classi-

fied by place of residence and sex. The residence categories used in the

study are farm, village (open country nonfarm and those residing in places of

under 2,500), small city (2,500 to 25,000), medium city (259000 to 100,000),

and large city (over 100,000). The total of the farm and village categories

roughly corresponds to the rural category of the U.S. Census, and the total

of the second three corresponds to the urban category.
Educational plans are

classified in three categories: no further educational plansr plans to attend

a school offering vocational training not at the college level (e.g., business

college, electronics school), and plans to attend a degree-granting college

(or one whose credits are transferable to the University of Wisconsin). Data

classified in this way are given in table 1.

It is quite apparent that the proportion planning on continuing their

education beyond high school is closely related to the size of community of

residence. Only 37 percent of students from farms and 44 percent of those

from villages, in comparison with 50 percent of those from cities, plan on

further education. Within the urban category the differences are not great

but always favor the larger cities. This same general trend holds both for

males and females, although farm girls are considerably more likely to continue

their education after high school graduation than are farm boys. For the

village and urban groups, the sex differences are small and favor the girls.

Farm boys are more likely than other boys to choose vocational training, with

the proportions decreasing as the size of community increases. Among girls,

the same overall relationship holds except that village girls are more like-

ly than farm girls to choose vocational training. In all communities girls

are at least twice as likely as boys to seek vocational training. This is

probably directly related to the fact that the occupational opportunities for

which girls compete are predominantly white-collar jobs that require vocation-

al training.
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By fer the most important data in the table are those related to college

plans, and it is here that we find the largest rural-urban differences. While

only 22 percent of the seniors from farms and 28 percent from villages plan on

college, over 37 percent of those from cities have such plans. Within the

urban category the proportions range from 34 percent for small cities to 42

percent for large cities. Without a single exception the percentage planning

on college increases in each size category and for both sexes as the size of

community of residence increases. The differences are much greater for the

males than the females -- ranging from 22 percent for the boys from farms to

51 percent for boys from the large cities, and from 21 percent for the girls

from farms to 36 percent from the large citiec.

Thusv it seems quite apparent that the results of earlier studies are

generally confirmed and considerably extended by the Wisonsin data. Clearly

rural life seems to be associated with more limieed educational perspectives.

In every comparison made, the more rural the group the lower the educational

aspirations of youth. This effect is greatest on boys but is still consider-

able for girls, particularly in relation to college plane

OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Before going on to further analysis and discussion of the impleeaeiens

of the educational plans data, attention should be turned to the studies of

occupational aspirations, since educational plans are very Intimately j.ed to

occupational aspirations. While a number of studies of occupattena2 esiJira-

tions have been made during the past ten years, most of them have not present-

ed rural-urban comparisons. To the writer's knowledge A no study providing

rural-urban data has been made in recent years using a national sample, and

only two studies have been reported which furnish some data on state-wide

samples. The data from these aye quite limited providing information only

on occupational dichotomies, such as white-collar and blue-collar jobs and

are very restricted in their rural-urban comparisons. (The county studies

generally offer still less information.) The state-wide studies include one

in Florida which compared the occupational aspirations of ninth-grade boys

attending school in communities of under 2,500 with those of boys attending

school in urban communities of various sizes, and found that the larger the

community the higher the occupational aspirations of the boys. 14/ In a

later analysis, differences were also found favoring urban over rural twelfth-

grade boys, and this relationship held even when intelligence and father's

occupation were taken into account. 15/ An earlier Wisconsin study providing

data only on farm and nonfarm high school students found no significant dif-

ferences between farm and nonfarm seniors. 16/ The county studies include

one which showed that farm boys in a semi-industrialized county of Michigan

ranked behind nonfarm boys in level of occupational aspiration. 17/ Another

Michigan study based on four agricultural counties found that a lower pro-

portion of farm than open country nonfarm or village students aspired to white-

collar occupations. 18/ A study of Kentucky seniors in central bluegrass and

eastern mountain counties also reports that farm boys have lower occupational

aspirations than nonfarm boys. 19/ A study done in Greene County2 Iowa, found

that among high school seniors, farm boys ranked lower than rural nonfarm boys

in occupational anpirations, and that tirhcn boys ranked highest of all, 20/

- 6



The very limited available data on vocational choices, in the studies

referred to, show less rural-urban differences for girls than for boys, and

in one study the farm girls were more likely to plan on high prestige occupa-

tions than were nonfarm girls (village and urban taken together). Despite

the limited samples and the wide differenCes in the sampling methods, the

questions asked, and the mlathods of categOriziag rural and urban residence in

the studies reviewed, the evidence suggests the farm boys generally have low-

er occupational aspirations than village or urban boys, but that there are

only slight differences between girls.

The data from the writer's Wisconsin study are much more complete. Two

methods of treating level of occupational aspiration have been used in the

analysis. One is to classify occuaptional choices into the traditional cate-

gories: professional and executive, other white-collar (sales, clerical,

secretarial, small retail business, etc.), skilled, farming, and other blue-

collar occupations (operatives, unskilled workers, service workers, etc.).

The second method has been to rate vocational choices according to scores on

a widely used, standardized scale of occupational prestige. 21/ Data are pre-

sented using each method for each sex with students classified according to

residence using the five community size categories previously employed in

presenting the data on educational plans.

Table 2 gives the data for boys according to the above classification

schemes. The proportion of farm boys aspiring to the professional occupations

is considerably lower than for village boys (24 percent and 34 percent re-

spectively), and that both are markedly louer than for urban boys (48 percent).

Among the city size categories, only boys from the large cities differ much

from the average urban proportion. For other white-collar positions the

farm boys are somewhat below the other groups, but the difference between the

village and city boys is small. The same is true for the skilled occupations.

Farm boys are the only group to have a significantly large proportion wishing

to enter farming (27 percent), and rural boys are more likely to plan on

semiskilled, unskilled, and service jobs (other blue-collar) than urban boys,

with village boys being highest is this category, The conclusion drawn from

these data is that rural boys expect to enter blue-collar occupations (includ-

ing farming) to a much greater extent than urban boys, whose choices are pre-

dominantly in the white-collar group. The proportion of white-collar choices.

particularly the aspiration to professional occupations, tends to increase

sharply as the size of the community increases, with well over half of the

boys from large cities aspiring to a career in the professions.

When the boys' occupational choices are assigned prestige scores, and

these scores are divided into High (includes mainly professional occupations

ranging from school teachers to medical doctors), Middle (includes mainly

technicians, office workers, small retailers, and skilled workers), and Low

(includes mainly unskilled and semiskilled factory workers, service workers,

and farmers) thirds, the lower prestige choices of the rural boys are even more

clearly indicated. Only 21 percent of the rural boys aspire to high prestige

occupations,
whereas 37 percent of the urban boys have such aspirations; the

range is from 17 precent for farm boys to 45 percent for large-city boys. The

rural boys clearly tend to concentrate their choices in the low status olcu-

pstions.
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Table 2. Community of Residence and Occupational Aspirations

of Wisconsin High School Signior Boys

a. piccupational Classifications

sional Other.
and', White

Executive.. Collar
Po .0

Farm 24.0 10.5

Village r1465.

Small COi 14,0

Medium Cityy

Large City 56:4 '7 12.8

Total Rural 29.2 12.2

Total Urban 48.1 13.9

Total 41.1 13.'3

Skilled

865

11.1

10.2

11.2

9.4

9.8

10.4

10.1

Farmer

27.3

3.5

1.5

0.7

0.5

15.4

0.9

6.3

Other
Blue
Collar Total

29.7 10060 t 932 )

37.0 100.0 (938)

21.6 100.0 (1235)

28.1 (1093)

20.4 100.0 (806)

33.4 100.0 (1870)

26,7 100.0 ( 3134)

29.2 100.0 (5004)

b. Prestige Clashes

Third

11 le
Third

Farm 17.1 27.2

Village 24.4 36.6

Small City 34.4 36.0

Medium City 34.7 37.9

Large City 45.2 35.1

Total Rural 20.8 31.9

Total Urban 37.3 36.4

Total 31.1 34.7

- 8 -

Third Total

55.7 100.0 (932)

39.0 100.0 (938)

29.6 100.0 (1235)

27.4 100.0 (1093)

19.7 100.0 (806)

47.3 100.0 (1870)

26,3 100.0 (3134)

34.2 100.0 (5004)



Table 3. Community of Residence and Occupational Aspirations

:.'f Wisconsin High School Senior Girls

a. Occupational Classifications

lr---f--"----irir--------Troroess3.ona10
and

Executive

White
Collar

Blue
Collar

Job
Plans TotalVIMM..4.00. W...ro

Farm 27.2 51.1 12.9 8.8 100.0 (949)

Village 31.0 45.5 12.6 10.9 100.0 (932)

Small City 38.1 42.9 10.0 9.0 100.0 (1219)

Medium City 40.8 42.5 9.6 7.1 100.0 (1228)

Large City 41.7 46.2 6.7 5.4 100.0 (989)

Total Rural 29.1 48.3 12.7 9.9 100.0 (1881)

Total Urban 40.1 43.7 8.9 7.3 100.0 (3436)

Total 36.2 45.3 10.3 8.2 100.0 (5317)

1111111MIN.NNIMIMIIIIMIIII.111411111ft,

b. Prestige Classes

Hig
Third

die

Third

Low
Third Total

Farm 30.0 47.0 23.0 100.0 (949)

Village 29.8 44.6 25.6 100.0 (932)

Small City 35.4 43.6 21.0 100.0 (1219)

Medium City 37.0 43.9 19.1 100.0 (1220)

Large City 43.0 44.1 100.0 (989)

Total Rural 29.9 45.8 24.3 100.0 (1881)

Total Urban 38.2 43.8 18.0 100.0 (3436)

Total 35.3 44.5 20.2 100.0 (5317)



The occupational choices of girls are somewhat more concentrated be-

cause a relatively more limited set of choices is available to girls. Ali3c,

employment, although increasingly important to women, is still secondary to

the major adult role of wife and mother for the great majority of women in our

society. However, most girls do intend to work, or at least to prepare them-

selves for gainful employment, after c005pletion of their education, and if

present trends continue, it seems likely that most girls will be employed in

jobs outside the home at sometime during their adult lives.

When the occupational choices of girls are examined, using the traditial

occupational categories (table 3), the overwhelming majority of girls plan Get

professional or other white-collar occupations, and relatively few.plan

to enter the lower status occupations. However, when we examine the dibtri-

butions, it is immediately apparent that the farm and village girls are much

less likely to plan on the professional occupations and more likely to plan

on the lower prestige white-collar jabs than are the girls from urban areas.

Again, for girls as for boys, the general rule seems to be that the more urban

the girl's background the higher is her or=upational aspiratiml.

If we examine the occupational prestige levels by place of resideiaca cate-

gories, there is even more marked evidence of this trend. A lower proportion

of rural than urban girls are in the high prestige third, and the proportion

increases with size of urban community. Rural girls, and particularly the

village girls, tend to pile up in the middle and low prestige thirds; in con

trast, city girls are particularly underrepresented in the low prestige third,

and are overrepresented in the high prestige third.

SOME CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

There seems no doubt that the educational and occupational perspectives

of youth are definitely related to place of residence, For both educational

plans and occupational aspirations farm youth rank lowest, with the village

youth intermediate, and city youth highe t. Not only is this true but the

differences are quite large and are consistent from study to study. The Wis-

consin results clearly clinch the point in that there is not a single excepticn

to the rule either for boys or girls; moreover it holds not only for rural-

urban comparisons but for comparisons involving several size of community cate-

gories, and for both educational and occupational% aspirations. On the basis

of all of this evidence, one must conclude that whatever other virtues it may

hold, rural life -- particularly farm life -- has a depressing effect on the

educational and occupational perspectives of youth©

The significance of this conclusion should not be underestimated. Cer-

tainly most rural youth, especially farm youth, will spend their adult occupa-

tional life in urban places. There are simply not enough occupational oppor-

tunities in rural areas to absorb them. This is true because the rural economy

is not expanding fast enough to absorb more than a small fraction of the youth

who are raised in rural areas. This is especially true in the farm sector

where rapidly increasing science and technology have ri-Ade it possible for few

er and fewer farmers to produce an overabundance of goods, and when the num-

ber of farms has decreased as the size of operations and capital requirements

have increased,

- 10 -



This excess of youth, many of whom would prefer to remain in the rural

areas, roust find their places in urban society. By and large they cannot help

but be handicapped by their .lower educational and occupational aspirations

when they enter competition with urban youth. Not only will urban youth be

more likely to have acquired the additional education required for the better

jobs (although it is clear that many who aspire to the professions will veld

up in other jobs), but they.wiI1 have other obvious advantages such a 57: neater

knowledge of the job market in cities, better contacts with those responsible

for hiring, and greater experience in coping with the requirements of urban

life and work. It may also be that many rural: Vonth will not have the value

orientations and personality characteristics that are necessary for upward

social mobility in urban society. There is alreadY4.good deal of evidence

from several studies made in various parts of the country-indicating that rural

migrants have less success on the urban labor market than 000;4, 'reared in

urban areas. 22/ In large measure this may be explained by their lower levels

of educationarittainment and their lower occupational aspirations.

With current employment trends and those projected for the future$ the

outlook for those who cannot meet high educational and training requiromants

is not favorable. Whereas a high school education was sufficient for entry

into many of the better .positions a generation ago, a college education is now

required. Increasingly, those who do not plan on college can expect routine,

low paying, and insecure jobs in cities. This is a handicap that the great

majority of rural ycuths will have to bear throughout their occupational ca-

reers, and may well be one that will be increasingly difficult to overcome.

Nor should the point ha ovsrlooked that those who remain in rural areas

also will be handicapped by their lower educational and occupational aspira-

tions. The notion that one does not need post-high school education for high

level positions in rural areas is false, and may well be based on ignorance

of the present situation in the rural community. More and more the standards

common in urban areas are extending into rural communities. Many of the

business and government agencies that operate in rural areas give preference

to college-trained people. Moreover, it is difficult to believe that rural

communities can continue to play an important role in modern society without

a relatively high proportion of highly trained and educated citizens. The

view that seems to be so commonly shared by farm youth and their parents --

that college training is not necessary for success in farming -- may also be

proven wrong as agricultural production and farm management come to be in-

creasingly dependent on scientific and technological knowledge.

FACTORS IN RURAL -URBAN DIFFERENCES
IN EDUCATIONAL AND OCCUPATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

What are the factors which help to account for these rural-urban differ-

ences in educational and occupational perspectives? Are there characteristics

of the youths themselves which may help to account for these differences? Are

there differences in their family environments which cause rural youths to set

lower educational and occupational goals? Are there factors in this rural

school climates or in rural communities which furnish less incentive to high

aspirations and offer less opportunity for high level achievement? If we had
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even tentative answers to these questions we might gain a better understanding

of the problem. Such knowledge also would be useful in practical programs de-

signed to broaden the perspectives of rural youth.

The few studies which have investigated these questions offer some evi-

dence to indicate that there are differences in each of these areas that ad-

versely affect the perspectives of rural youth. However, none of these q4es-

tions has been studied with sufficiently large and representative samples to

provide definitive answerse 23/ From studies so far available, most of which

do not deal with rural-urban'alfferences it seems clear
f.':st certain personal

characteristics of youths themselves are closely related to their educational

and occupational perspectives. Certainly one factor of paramount importance

is the youth's intellectual ability. While the writer does not wish to become

involved in the controversy about whether intelligence tests are true measures

of native intelligence, numerous studies have shown that measured intelligence

is highly related to aspirations and is an excellent predictor of future ssc-

cess in educational and occupational endeavors. 24/ Another characteristic

which is highly related to future academic and occupational aspiration and

achievemant is past cadmic performance as indicated by such measures as

grades and rank in high school class. The motivation to succeed in tasks re-

quiring persistence and high level performance is likewise an important fac-

tor. 25/ The individual's attitudes and values about mobility, securityt In-

depenainceo the kinds of work he likes, the place he wants to live, and pos

sibly some deeper traits of personality are doubtless related to his education-

al and occupational perspectives. 26/

Several studies have shown that the educational climate of the home

including the educational level of the parents, of older brothers and sisters,

and of other relatives -- is related to aspirations. 27/ The extent to which

the parents stress high level educational and occupatiOnal goals clearly in-

fluences the perspectives of their children. 28/ Other studies have shown

that the family's socioeconomic status, whether measured with some index or

scale or by father's occupation, family income, wealth or other measures, is

directly related to educational and occupational perspectives. 29/

Certainly the school itself must be important since in a very real sense

it is a testing ground for the student, with the school serving as one of the

mechanisms for sorting out those who have the skills and other qualities whicli

make them candidates for additional training or for direct entry into various

occupations. 30/ The teachers and counselors perform an important function

in this process by encouraging some and discouraging others, by giving infor-

mation about adult occupational opportunities and scholarships, and by serv.

ing as role models for youth. The standards and aspirations of one's peers,

particularly in adolescence, greatly influence one's behavior. Those who

associate with classmates having high aspirations are more likely to aspire

to college and to high level occupations than are those whose associates have

low aspirations. 31/ Finally, the communities themselves differ greatly in

the extent to whiasthey stress academic and occupational achievement, in the

number and kinds of occupational and educational opportunities which are visible

and available to youth, and in the extent.to which social mobility is possible

in the local community. 32/
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In the Wisconsin study, a number of variables may be examined in relation

to the educational plans and occupational aspirations of farm, village, and

urban students. Those dealing with the individual characteristics of the

students include: (1) the student's measured intelligence, (2) his rank in

his high school class, (3) whether he found high school work interesting, (4)

the extent to which he places a high value on education, (5) whether he follow-

ed a college preparatory course, (6) whether he had given much consideration

to college, (7) whether he had applied for a college scholarship, (8) his

college plans, and (9) the prestige level of his 'occupational aspiration.

Also included are the variables dealing with the school and community: (10)

whether most of his best friends in high school plan on college, (11) whether

he had much discussion of his plans with his teachers and counselors, (12)

whether his teachers had encouraged him to plan on college, (13) the size of

his high school class, (14) whether he attended a school in which a high pro-

portion of the senior class plans on going to college, (15) whether he lives

in a community in which there is a college, and (16) whether he lives in an

urbanized county. Variables dealing with the educational climate and socio-

economic level of his home include: (17) the socioeconomic status of his

family as measured by a factor-weighted scale, (18) his father's occupation,

(19) the educational levels of his parents, (20) the economic status of his

family, (21) whether he had much discussion of his plans with his parents, and

(22) whether his parents had encouraged him to attend college.

The relationship of each of these variables to educational and occupa-

tional plans and to rural-urban residence has been tested. While the statis-

tical analysis is too complicated to present in full, two simplified tables

give some of the data. (The analysis has been done for each intelligence

third, for the total sample, and by sex, but only the figures for the total

sample and for the high intelligence third are given in the tables.) Table 4

lists the variables which differentiate between those who plan on college and

those who do not, and those who plan on professional occupations and those who

do not. Table 5 presents data showing how these variables are distributed

between the major residential categories: farm, village, and urban. From

the data in tables 4 and 5 we can infer which variables may help to explain

the rural-urban differences in the educational and occupational plans of the

youth in this sample.

Some examples may help to clarify the presentation and the method of

reasoning. If we take variable (17), family socioeconomic status, which is

based upon a carefully constructed factor-weighted index of six items dealing

with the financial and educational level of the student's family, we find from

table 4 that 56 percent of the students whose families' socioeconomic status

ranks in the top one-third of the sample plan on college while only 21 percent

of those whose families' socioeconomic status is in the bottom two-thirds have

such plans. This is a very large difference and shows that the socioeconomic

status of the student's family is an important determinant of his educational

plans. We also find from table 5 that there are large and significant differ-

ences in socioeconomic status among the residence groups; 20 percent of the

farm students come from families ranking high in socioeconomic status in con-

trast with 29 percent of the village, and 38 percent of the urban students.
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Therefore, we may infer that the lower socioeconomic status of the farm and

village students may help to account for their loser educational aspirations.

Another variable which several studies have shown to be relaxed to educa-

tional plans is the student's past record in high school. One would expect

this to be an important factor in educational plans because it provides the

student with a basis for estimating whet he may hope for in the way of future

educational attainment. In the present study this variable is assessed by

the student's rank in his high school class (variable 2). Data presented in

table 4 show that approximately 46 percent of the students in our sample who

rank in the top half of their high school class plan on colleges whereas only

19 percent of the students who rank in the lower half of their high school

class have such plans. Obviously rank in high school class has an important

bearing on educational plans for the students in this sample. However, when

we examine the data on rank in high school class (in table 5) 2 we find that

there are only small differences among the rural and urban seniors in the pro-

portion who rank in the top half of their class, and these differences favor

the farm group. Consequently, we cannot expect rank in high school class to

explain why the farm and village students differ from the ruban students in

educational plans,

In a similar fashion we could proceed through the tables, examining each

of the 22 variables to identify those which might help to explain the rural-

urban differences in the educational and occupational aspirations of this

group of boys and girls. Space will not permit an extended treatment of this

sort, but we can summarize the ways in which the rural students differ from

the urban group on the variables that are relevant to 'sigh educational aspira-

tions. Although the data for occupational aspirations also are shown in the

table, our attention is focused mainly on the college plans data because the

two sets of aspiration are very clearly related and space will not permit dis-

cussing them separately.

The rural students definitely rank well below the urban students in mea-

sured intelligence, which past studies have shown is one of the most important

determinants of college plans. The farm and village students make about the

same showing. The rural students tend to find high school work somewhat less

interesting than the urban students, and the value placed on education by

rural students, particularly those from farms, is considerably lower than for

urban students. The rural students, especially the farm group, are much less

likely to have followed the college preparatory curriculum than are urban

students -- thus indicating an early lack of interest in college. The rural

group is somewhat less likely than the urban group even to have given seriou3

consideration to college; they are also less likely to have applied for a

college scholarship. As was noted earlier, the farm students are less likely

than either the village students or the urban students to aspire to a high

prestige occupation requiring post-high school training. From all of the

evidence it seems quite apparent that the rural students, particularly the farm

students, are less academically oriented, somewhat less able, and considerably

less convinced of the value of higher education than urban students. Conse-

quently they have taken few of the steps which are necessary for college en-

trance, such as following the college preparatory curriculum, giving consider-

ation to college, and applying for scholarships, than have the urban stsdents.
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Table 4. Relation of Selected Variables to College Plans and High

Occupational Choices for Wisconsin High School Seniors

Percent With

College Plans High 0cc. Choice

ota op
Sam le

Total
Sam le

Top 1/3 IQ

17717iiinigence level
Top 1/3 55 le 11P 61 411

Bottom 2/3 22 OD 28 40 Mt

2. Rank in high school
Top 1/2 46 60 52 66

Bottom 1/2 19 38 24 43

3. Interest in high school work

High 50 67 57 73

Low 11 24 15 29

4. Value of college education
High 55 67 63 77

Low 14 24 13 27

5. Took college preparatory
Yes 50 64 58 71

No 9 19 12 18

6. Consideration of college

High 41 58 48 64

Low 5 18 8 24

7. Application for scholarship

Yes 86 89 93 93

No 25 42 30 48

8. College plans
Yes 33 55 93 94

No
.... .... 12 20

9. Prestige of occupational

aspiration
High 62 75 76 86

Low 4 10 1 2

10. Proportion of high school
class going to college

nigh 38 59 42 63

Low 28 50 35 57

11. Discussed plans with teacher

Much 41 61 48 66

Little 12 27 16 34

(Continued)
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Table 4, ?elation of Selected Variables to College Plans and Mir(

OccatIonal Choices for Wisconsin High School Seniors

(continued)

Percent With

----TFilegeUcc."C once

ISTII7757.751TT71537----557731Q
Sa le Sample

12. eachers encouraged gong
to College
Yes
No

13. Size of high school class
Over 100
Under 100

14. Friends' college plans
Going
Not going

15. Availability of college
Within 15 miles
None within 15 miles

16. Degree of urbanization
of county

Has city of 25,000
Has no city of 25,000

17. Socioeconomic status
Top 1/3
Bottom 2/3

18. Father's occupation
White collar
Blue collar

19. Educational status of parents

High
Low

20. Economic status
High
Low

21. Discussed plans with parents

Much
Little

22. Parents encouraged college
going

Yes
No

56

15

68
32

63

20

714

38

36 58 43 65

29 50 33 54

62 75 70 81

16 31 21 36

36 60 40 62

27 52 32 54

36 59 43 64

28 48 33 54

56 73 61 76

21 40 27 47

54 70 60 75

23 43 29 50

51 68 56 73

22 41 28 48

47 66 52 71

22 43 28 49

39 60 46 66

23 46 27 49

57 71 64 77
6 15
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The rural students attend smaller high schools and schools that send smali-

er proportions of their graduating class to college than do urban students.

They are considerably less likely than urban students to have as their best

friends other boys and girls who plan on college. They are somewhat less like-

ly than urban students to have discussed their post-high school plans with their

teachers and counselors, but are equally likely to have been encouraged by ther

to attend college. They are less likely than urban students to live within

commuting distance of a college and are less likely to have lived in an 1.srb.c7nized

county where a wide variety of educational and occupational opportunities are

visible to them. Thus rural youth, in comparison with urban youth, find them-

selves in a school and community environment with considerably less potential

for arousing and maintaining high level educational and occupational aspirations.

Our data indicate that the variables related to the socioeconomic; and edu-

cational level of the student's family are among the most powerful determinants

of educational and occupational perspectives. Each is significantly related

to college plans and on every one of them the rural students rank well below

urban students in our sample. Perhaps of greatest significance is their re-

latively low ranking on the general measure of socioeconomic status used in

this study. This variable is highly related to educational and occupational

aspirations not only in this sample but in every study in which it has been

tested. Farm students rank well below village students and village students

rank well below urban students on general socioeconomic status. On the other

socioeconomic status indicators, such as father's occupation and economic

status of the family, the rural students also are disadvantaged. The educa-

tional status measure, which is based on the educational attainments of both

parents, reflects the lower educational climate of the farm homes in contrast

to the other homes. Finally, the rural students are somewhat less likely than

the urban students to have discussed their post-high school plans with their

parents and are much less likely to have been encouraged to go to college.

This is especially true for the farm students.

Thus, we may conclude that the rural students, especially the farm sv:dent-.,

are disadvantaged in the following ways: (1) They have personal characteristics

(most of which are probably culturally determined) that make them less likely

than urban students to plan on college. (2) The school environments and the

communities in which they live are less likely to arouse high aspirations than

are those of urban youth. (3) Finally, the socioeconomic and educational levels

of their homes tend to limit their educational and occupational perspectives.

These factors go a long way in explaining the lower aspirations of rural ycuth.

The relationship between these variables and rural-urban differences in

educational and occupational plans is by no means a simple one. This is indi-

cated by an analysis in which we have tried to diminish the rural-urban differ-

ences by controlling the effects of some of the variables related to educational

plans. 33/ Because the analysis is complicated, it need not be given here; we

can summarize the results by noting that separate controls for intelligence and

socioeconomic status, although generally reducing the rural-urban differences,

did not remove them for either the boys or the girls in our sample. However,

when both were controlled simultaneously, rural-urban differences in educatioa-

al aspirations for the girls were largely eliminated. For the boys there were



still significant differences at all socioeconomic status levels, especially

in the high ability group. In fact, the largest rural-urban differences were

for the high-ability and high-socioeconomic status boys. Finally, each of

the 16 variables (out of the original list of 22 discussed above) that were

related to rural-urban differences in educational plans of boys in the top

ability group was controlled along with socioeconomic status and intelligence

to see if any of these combinations of variables could account for the rural-

urban differences in educational aspiration we had previously noted. To make

a long story short, no combination of any of these variables with socioeconomic

status and intelligence was sufficiently powerful to account for the original

rural-urban differences. Still more complex statistical analysis is now under

way to test other explanations, but at least we may conclude that causes of

rural-urban differences in aspirations of youth are by no means simple and

that the differences are real and persistent.

THE RURAL CONTRIBUTION TO TALENT WASTAGE

There seems to be general agreement that one of the major problems facing

the United States is that of talent loss -. the failure of a sizeable portion

of academically talented youths to obtain the education and training required

for positions which will make good use of their talent. The need for engineers,

physical and biological scientists, doctors, and teachers has been particularly

strev.ed. However, a rapidly changing and complex society such as ours also

requires an ever increasing component of well-educated people in business,

farming, government, and other fields. These needs may be less pressing and

spectacular than those associated with the world-wide competition for scientifif,,

and technological supremacy, but few will deny that we must move forward on

all fronts and that the goal of our society should be to provide higher educa-

tion for all of our most able youth. This does not imply that we should not

be concerned with those who are not highly talented; rather, educational leaders

should plan for youth at each level of talent to obtain the education. and train-

ing for which their various abilities and interests make them qualified. For

those who have high academic talent it would seem that a college education

should be the minimum level of educational attainment toward which they should

strive, if their talents are to be most efficiently utilized.

A number of studies have shown that a high proportion of those with high

academic ability do not have high levels of educational and occupational aspira-

tion, and that many who do will fail to achieve their aspirations. 34/ The

data from the Wisconsin study are particularly revealing on this OM because

they permit rural-urban comparisons of talent wastage, which until now have

been unavailable. Most experts would agree that students in the top one-third

in academic ability, whether measured by intelligence or college aptitude tests,

should profit from a college education and, if they have other requisite in-

terests and basic skills, should be able to master the increasingly complex

requirements of high level occupations. When the Wisconsin sample of high

school seniors is divided into three aL'ility levels -- High, Middle, and Low .-

according to their scores on a standard test of mental ability, it is ap-

parent that a considerable proportion of high ability youths do not plan on

college or aspire to high level occupations. For the total sample (table 6),

almost two-thirds of the high ability boys plan on college and aspire to pro-

fessional and executive positions. Lees than one-half of the highly talent id
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girls plan on college and only 57 percent on professional occupations. If as

high a proportion as one-half of those with high educational aspirations actua 'y

enter and complete college, which from past experience seems an optimistic est

mate, the loss of talented youth is staggering. To illustrate, according to nor

data, of every 1,000 highly talented high school seniors, 549 plan on college

but at most 494 will actually attend, and no more than one-half of these will

finish college, giving a maximum yield of only 247 college graduates. This is

an overwhelming loss. Obviously, not all of the talented group who do not grad-

uate from college will fail to attain important positions in society because

many will find it possible to compete successfully despite their educational

handicaps, but all manpower experts agree that it is becoming increasingly diffi-

cult for those without a college education to compete for the better positions.

'turning now to rural-urban comparisons of educational plans and occupational

aspirations of the highly talented third, again we find that the farm boys and

girls have the lowest aspirations. Most notable is the fact that the farm bop

rank well behind the village boys, who in turn rank well below the urban boys;

44 percent of the farm boys, 55 percent of the village boys, and 67 percent of

the urban boys in this talented group plan on college. The same general trend

holds also for high level occupational aspirations. (See table 6.) Rural

girls also lag behind urban girls in their educational and occupational plans,

but the difference between farm and village girls is not great. Only 36 per-

cent of the highly talented farm girls and 39 percent of the village girls plan

on college, whereas 53 percent of the urban girls have such plans. For occupa-

tional plans the results are very similar.

Some idea of the talent loss which is likely to result from these differ-

ences in plans may be indicated by the following figures resulting from apply-

ing the procedures used in the preceding illustration. For each 1,000 highly

talented farm boys the yield of college graduates would be 197 , for village

boys, 248, and for urban boys, 301. For girls, the yield would be 161 for the

farm group, 173 for the village, and 241 for the urban group. Thus, it can

be clearly seen that the lower educational perspectives of the highly able

rural boys and girls contributes substantially to the talent loss problem.

The low educational and occupational aspirations of farm boys in the !:;_.lct-

ed third is worthy of comment. One of the most common explanations for the lc-r.r

educational aspirations of the farm boys is that most farm boys who plan to

farm do not think college is necessary for success in agriculture, and therefor:

do not plan on going to college. 35/ In our sample it is apparently true that

even the brightest farm boys who plan to farm do not plan to obtain a roll' 3e

education. 36/ Of the boys in the high intelligence category who plan to farm,

only 10 percent plan to attend college; in contrast, 52 percent of the equally

intelligent farm boys who do not plan to farm plan to go to college. Eliminai-

ing the farm boys who plan to farm from the computations materially raises the

proportion of farm boys with high educational plans (52 percent in comparisnl

with 44 percent when the boys who plan to farm are included) and high occupa-

tional choices (30 percent choosing professions in comparison with 26 percent

when the boys who plan to farm are included); it does not, however, bring t1-1

farm group up to the level of the village boys, and still leaves them far be-

hind the urban boys. Thus, other factors than farm plans must be called upon

to explain the differences in the educational perspectives of the t;aernerl
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farm, village, and urban boys in this sample. Needless to say, the rural -urban

differences between the high ability girls also must be explained by other

factors.

Table 6. Percent of Hiph Ability Seniors (Top One-Third in

Intelligence) Who Plan on College and Aspire to

Professional Occupations, by Community

of Residence and Sex

ercent wit ercent piring to

.----.241221A122.-----
Professional Occupations

Males emales Total Males Females Total

al."1,14314111.1.142-41M*

Farm 44 36 40 48 43 45

Village 55 39 47 54 47 51

Urban 67 53 60 70 62 66

(Total Rural) 50 37 43 51 145 48

Total 62 48 55 64 57 61

11=114Iw

The failure of the bright boys who plan to farm to aspire 'to a college

education represents a potentially tragic talent wastage. This is not only

because there is great need for college educated farmers in rural communities,

but also because many of the talented boys who plan to farm may eventually end

up in the nonfarm labor market working at jobs well below their ability levels.

This is because fewer and fewer farmers are needed, and it is becoming increas-

ingly difficult to get started in farming. 37/ Many who are determined to farm

will not have adequate capital or credit resources to finance the purchase of

a commercial farm. Some will take poorer farms and work against unfavorable

odds and either become discouraged and quit farming for nonfarm employment or

continue to farm under unfavorable conditions. Others will try their hand at

nonfarm employment in the hope that they can save enough to make a down payment

on a farm -- and few will succeed. In any case, the probability is high that

many of the talented boys who plan to farm and do not plan to continue their

education beyond high school will neither follow a farming career nor obtain

the education required 'or good positions in the nonfarm labor market.

SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR BROADENING THE PERSPECTIVES OF RURAL YOUTH

The research results reported in this paper indicate that the educational

and occupational plans and aspirations of rural youth -- boti*.bcys and girls --

are quite low in comparison with those of urban youth. This is true not only

when we consider the group as a whole, but also when we take into account those

in the highly talented third. The fact that in almost every comparison the
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farm group is lowest in aspirations has been noted as well. A number of vari-

ables have been examined that have bearinc on the lower aspirations of the

rural students. From all of the evidence, it seems clear that many cultural iv.

determined characteristics of the rural youth themselves work against their

having high level educational and occupational aspirations. It is also quite

apparent that rural youth are disadvantaged in that the school and community

environment in which they grow up is not as conducive to high level aspiration

and achievement as are those in the urban environment. But perhaps the most

important factor of all is that the educational and socioeconomic status of

the families in which rural youths are reared tends to inhibit their aspira-

tions. The research on rural-urban differences in educational and occupational

aspiration shows that there is no single factor which explains the differences.
Actually, it suggests that the differences are quite persistent and probably
result from the interaction of many factors. Consequently, there is probably

no simple solution to the problem. Rather, its solution will demand multi-

faceted programs carried out over a long period of time. Moreover, there is

no guarantee that some new problems may not be created when programs are intro-

duced to change such a complicated social psychological phenomenon as the

aspirations of youth. Those who hope for a simple solution to the complex

problem of altering the perspectives of rural youth are doomed to disappointmni.

This does not mean that remedies should not be discussed nor that solutions

should not be sought. The writer does not pose as an expert on this problem,

but he is prompted by the seriousness of the problem to make some suggestions,

growing out of consideration of the research, results, which the members of

this conference may wish to discuss.

First, it almost goes without saying that everything possible should be
done to improve the quality of rural high schools. This includes not only the

physical plant, the curriculum, the teachers, and the quality of the supervision

but also the intellectual climate of the school. The evidence indicates that

the school is an important force in the determination of the aspirations and

achievements of youth. For this reason, whatever can be done to improve the
rural schools should result in an improvement in the educational and occupatioh-

al perspectives of rural youth.

Second, it would appear that there is great need for in-school programs
stressing educational and occupational guidance. Rural students, especially
farm students, probably know much less about educational and occupational rp-
portunities than do urban youths, yet very few rural high schools have guidanc#:

programs. While counseling cannot be expected to work miracles, it shoull be
especially useful in making students aware of the range of jobs appropriate to
their talents and in informing them of the educational requirements of these

positions.

Third, any program of educational and vocational counseling should
not only the youth but his parents as well. This is particularly true for

rural parents since they often exert a negative influence on their children's

educational and occupational aspirations. This is probably due to their own

ignorance of the labor market and of their children's abilities and interests°

The purpose of such a program would be to provide rural parents with objective
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knowledge of educational and occupational opportunities so that they might be

in a better position to help their child arrive at an appropriate decision.

Fourth, it seems to the writer that there is special need in rural school

systems for programs which would attempt to make an early identification of

those students who should be given encouragement to develop their unusual

talents. If, as seems to be true, many rural schools do not provide a stimu-

lating environment to the more talented scholars, possibly such students could

be sent to schools where more challenging programs are available. Such a

program would be costly and might be disruptive of local social arrangements,

but it might provide an effective way of reducing rural talent wastage.

Fifth, since many rural youths cannot afford to attend college and voca-

tional training institutions in distant places, everything possible should

be done to increase the availability of such educational facilities. This

may be done by the provision of community colleges, as in California and some

other states, and by greatly increasing scholarship programs for talented

rural youth. However, if scholarship programs are expanded, intensive efforts

will have to be devoted to making students, teachers, and parents aware of

them. Our research seems to inlicate that able rural students are much less

likely to apply for existing awards than are urban students.

This brief list by no means exhausts the possible suggestions for broaden-

ing the perspectives of rural youth. Doubtless, the participants in this

conference will have other suggestions that they will wish to discuss. The

research reported in this paper has shown some of the dimensions of the prob-

lem. It is a problem which should be of concern not only to rural people

but to the whole nation.
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from 22 percent for the total group to 28 percent for the group who plan on
nonfarm occupations. However, this is still below the village and well below

the urban proportions of 32 percent and 43 percent, respectively. Thus, it

can be concluded that while the lower aspirations of the boys who plan to

farm help to account for the poor showing made by the farm boys generally,
this effect is not sufficient to explain the rural-urban differences in educa-

tional aspiration which we had previously noted.
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